Australian literature, risk, and the global climate challenge by Huggan, GDM
	



	


	




	
	

	
				
 

!∀∀#∃%&∋() ∗+			##	∀
,−	∀.
		.			

/#(0∋(∗12 ).334 )5620(1
		

∀ ) )1) )560(1()  )()5)
	






	7	

				

1 
 
Graham Huggan is Chair of Commonwealth and Postcolonial Literatures in the School of 
English, University of Leeds, UK. Much of his work over the last decade has been at the 
intersection of postcolonial and environmental studies, and he is currently working on a book 
on Australian literature and climate change. His latest publications are the single-edited 
Oxford Handbook of Postcolonial Studies (OUP 2013) and the monograph Nature's Saviours: 
Celebrity Conservationists in the Television Age (Routledge/Earthscan 2013).  
 
 
Australian Literature, Risk, and the Global Climate Challenge  
 
FIRE AND WATER 
(QYLVLRQWZRVFHQDULRVWKHRQHUHDOWKHRWKHULPDJLQHGERWKSOD\HGRXWLQ$XVWUDOLD¶V
VRXWKHDVWUHJLRQV,QWKHLPDJLQHGRQHWDNHQIURP*HRUJH7XUQHU¶VSRVW-apocalyptic story 
³7KH)LWWHVW´WKH\HDULVDQGSDUWVRI0HOERXUQHDUHXQGHUZDWHU7KHHPEDWWOHGFLW\LV
divided into two camps, the Swill and the Sweet, who make up nine tenths and one tenth of 
the population, respectively. The Swill live in run-down tenement blocks in the low-lying 
southern and western areas of the city, which are at the mercy of rising sea levels caused by 
the catastrophic melting of the ice caps. The Sweet look down on the Swill, both literally and 
metaphorically, from their privileged vantage on the higher levels. The Swill, meanwhile, are 
left to fend for themselves in a daily and brutal struggle for survival: jobless, hungry, they are 
OLWWOHPRUHWKDQSUHGDWRU\DQLPDOVDUDFLDOO\VWLJPDWL]HGXQGHUFODVVHTXLYDOHQWWR$VLD¶V
barbarian hordes (Maxwell 20-21; Morgan). In the real one, the year is 2013 and parts of 
Tasmania have been transformed into an inferno. A devastating heatwave covering most of 
the southern and eastern parts of Australia has caused wildfires to spread, with its largest 
offshore island bearing the brunt of it. There are few deaths, but hundreds of people are 
2 
 
displaced and irreparable damage is done to thousands of hectares of land and property. 
Media commentators return to that most obdurate if readily reversible of clichés, Australia as 
un/lucky country, linking the sins of commission (the perils of boom-and-bust economics) to 
those of omission (the price paid for ecological neglect).1 Spoiling as always for a fight, the 
British environmental campaigner George Monbiot sanctimoniously reminds his antipodean 
cousins that they burn twice as much carbon as his own countrymen, and that the history of 
$XVWUDOLDIUDPHGDVD³ODQGRIRSSRUWXQLW\LQZKLFKSURJUHVVLVOLPLWHGRQO\E\WKHUDWHDW
which natural resources can EHH[WUDFWHG´GRXEOHVDVDFDXWLRQDU\WDOHRIZKDWKDSSHQVZKHQ
³FOLPDWHFKDQJHFODVKHVZLWKDVWRU\RIJUHDWFXOWXUDOSRZHU´/HVWWKHPRUDORIWKHVWRU\EH
XQFOHDU0RQELRWIORXULVKLQJO\XQGHUVFRUHVLW³$XVWUDOLD¶VQHZZHDWKHU´KHVD\V³GHPDQGV
a new SROLWLFVDSROLWLFVFDSDEOHRIUHVSRQGLQJWRDQH[LVWHQWLDOWKUHDW´ 
Not all of the hyperbole comes from elsewhere, nor is all of it unmerited. Tim 
Flannery in The Weather Makers (2005), one of a whole host of popular scientific books over 
the last decade or so seeking to explain the circumstances and consequences of global 
warming to the liberal-minded lay reader, wastes few chances to put in a bad word for his 
native Australia, flipping at times bewilderingly between victim arguments±±³7DNLQJDEURDG
view, it is difficult to find two nations that have been more severely disadvantaged by climate 
FKDQJHWKDQWKH86DQG$XVWUDOLD´±±and their perpetrator counterparts±±³$PHULFDDQG
Australia were created on the frontier, and the citizens of both nations hold deep beliefs about 
WKHEHQHILWVRIHQGOHVVJURZWKDQGH[SDQVLRQ´,QVLPLODUYHLQ$XVWUDOLD¶VHQHUJ\
lobbies share tactics with some of their hugely powerful American equivalents; and if, post-
Rudd, Australia has belatedly committed itself to the broad tenets of the Kyoto Protocol, it 
remains quick, as does the U.S., to bully smaller nations whose latest sovereign demands are 
perceived to be a poor fit with its continuing national concerns (287-88).  
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Flannery is right, up to a point, and his neo-Orwellian presentiments of an emerging 
ZRUOG³FDUERQGLFWDWRUVKLS´FHUWDLQO\RIIHUDQLQWHUHVWLQJDVLGHWR5RVV*DUQDXW¶V
and 2011 government reviews, which almost dutifully invoke the nationalist mantra of 
³$XVWUDOLDQIDLUQHVV´LHWKHFRQWULEXWLRQRIDQDWLRQDO³IDLUVKDUH´WRWKHJOREDOPLWLJDWLRQ
VWDNHVHYHQDVWKH\LQVLVWRQPDLQWDLQLQJ$XVWUDOLD¶VFRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJHLQDQXQHYHQO\
developed world (Garnaut xx). My larger point is that the contemporary discourse of climate 
change±±manifested most obviously in mass media representations of global warming±±
tends to be inflationary even given the staggering immensity of its scale, its potentially 
GHYDVWDWLQJLPSDFWDQGLWVOHJLWLPDWHFODLPWRKLVWRULFDOXQLTXHQHVV³:KDWPDNHVJOREDO
waUPLQJXQLTXHLQWKHIRXUELOOLRQ\HDUKLVWRU\RIWKHSODQHW´DVVHUWVWKHJHRSK\VLFLVW57
3LHUUHKXPEHUW³LVWKDWLWVFDXVDWLYHDJHQWV±±humans±±DUHVHQWLHQW´7KHKLVWRULDQ'LSHVK
&KDNUDEDUW\JRHVIXUWKHUVWLOOFODLPLQJWKDWWKHIDFWWKDW³KXPDQVDUe [now] a force of nature 
LQWKHJHRORJLFDOVHQVH´FDOOVIRUDUDGLFDONLQGRI³VSHFLHVWKLQNLQJ´ZKLFKZKLOHQRW
QHFHVVDULO\RYHUULGLQJVRFLDODQGSROLWLFDOGLIIHUHQFHVPDUNV³DQHZXQLYHUVDOKLVWRU\RI
humans that flashes up in the moment of danJHUWKDWLVFOLPDWHFKDQJH´3DUDGR[LFDOO\
this universal narrative of concern can be used to disguise, or even openly promote, 
particularist interests. Thus, while climate change politics clearly operates on a global scale, 
it is frequently driven by national considerations±±by nationalist resentments as well, such as 
those exercised by Americans vis-à-YLVWKHLU³SROOXWLQJ´&KLQHVHFRXQWHUSDUWVZKRVH
environmentally unfriendly image ironically recasts the fear of economic supersession in the 
previously disowned language of ecological threat (Ziser and Sze).  
The most obvious rhetorical manoeuvre associated with this inflationary tendency is 
apocalypticism. Global warming, specifically, and climate change more generally have 
frequently been captured, greenhouse-VW\OHLQWKHVXIIRFDWLQJODQJXDJHRI³HQYLURQPHQWDO
DSRFDO\SWLFLVP´/%XHOOZKLFKKDVSURYHGRYHUWLPHWREHDKLJKO\HIIHFWLYHLIQRW
4 
 
always an aesthetically satisfying medium for communicating high ecological risk in a 
globalized world (Heise 141).2 Climate change novels are a case in point, tending to perform 
a number of readily identifiable moves in keeping with the conventions of genre fiction 
(Trexler and Johns-Putra 188). A 2010 web log initiated by the Australian novelist James 
Bradley seemingly despairs of the same question it asks: is it possible to write good fiction 
about climate change?3 0RVWRIWKHUHVSRQVHVDUHDVSUHGLFWDEOHDVWKHILFWLRQ,DQ0F(ZDQ¶V
Solar is picked on, with some justification, as a misfiring satirical WDNHRQWKHEDG³LVVXHV
QRYHO´EXWWKHUHVHHPVWREHOLWWOHFRQVHQVXVRQZKDWDJRRGRQHPLJKWORRNOLNHZKLOHWKH
dialogue is not helped by a deadening prescriptivism that sees the social realist novel as 
locked into the values of bourgeois individualism, the apocalyptic novel as duty-bound to 
H[SORUHWKH³LQH[RUDEOHSODQHWDU\GLVDVWHU>WKDWLVFXUUHQWO\XQIROGLQJ@DURXQGXV´DQG
speculative fiction as mapping formulaic routes to alternative futures that are already 
embedded within the present±±a nod, WKLVODVWWR)UHGULF-DPHVRQ¶VYLHZRIXWRSLDQRWDVWKH
³UHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIUDGLFDODOWHUQDWLYHV>EXW@VLPSO\WKHLPSHUDWLYHWRLPDJLQHWKHP´
(Jameson, cited in Trexler and Johns-Putra 191).   
Even the Great Australian Novel enters the fray, usually the sign of a conversation 
going nowhere. There are redeeming moments, though, notably the contributions of Kerryn 
Goldsworthy. The problem of climate change fiction, Goldsworthy suggests, is primarily one 
of scale±±ZKDWWRGR³ZKHQFRQIURQWHGE\DQLVVXHDVOarge and as systemic as climate 
FKDQJH´±±but this problem may be addressed by seeing the novel as a multi-scalar 
H[SORUDWLRQRIWKHYDULHJDWHG³HIIHFWVRIVRFLDODQGHQYLURQPHQWDOFKDQJHRQRUGLQDU\
SHRSOH¶VOLYHV´7KLVLQVLJKWIXOFRPPHQWVXJJHVWVWKDWDgood climate change novel±±
whatever the evaluation might mean±±need neither be extraordinary in scope nor 
H[SHULPHQWDOLQPHWKRGLWDOVRLPSOLHVWKDW%UDGOH\¶VHDUOLHUFRPPHQWWRWKHHIIHFWWKDW³WKH
things the social realist novel is good at±±characters, interiority, social context±±are 
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KRSHOHVVO\LQDGHTXDWHZKHQLWFRPHVWRFOLPDWHFKDQJH´LVLWVHOIDQLQDGHTXDWHYLHZRIWKH
considerable capacities of the social realist novel, both to adapt to the conditions in which it 
is produced and to provide some kind of imaginative access to the circumstances under which 
those conditions might be materially transformed. Finally, it conjures up the possibility that a 
JRRGFOLPDWHFKDQJHQRYHOPD\QRWEH³DERXW´FOLPDWHFKDQJHDWDOORUDWOHDVWDERXWWKH
deliberate attempt to thematize its main issues; rather, it may take place within the general 
context of climate change, a context marked by a high degree of uncertainty and contingency, 
and by a strong ethical awareness of the issues at stake in the social staging of risk in a 
globally interconnected world (Beck, World 10). 
In what follows, I make the case for Australian climate change fiction in terms of the 
general post-PLOOHQQLDOFRQVFLRXVQHVVRI³GZHOOLQJLQFULVLV´)%XHOO)UHGHULFN
%XHOO¶VUHVRQDQWSKUDVHSDUVHGPRUHUHFHQWO\E\WKHHFRFULWLF8UVXOD+HLVHDV³OLYLQJZLWKDQ
awareness of certain limits in the exploitation of nature have already been exceeded, that past 
warnings were not heeded, and that slowly evolving risk scenarios surround them on a daily 
EDVLV´+HLVH-+HLVHXVHV%XHOO¶VZRUN±±and I will in turn use hers±±to distinguish 
EHWZHHQDQ³apocalyptic SHUVSHFWLYH´LQZKLFK³XWWHUGHVWUXFWLRQOLHVDKHDGEXWFDQEH
DYHUWHGDQGUHSODFHGE\DQDOWHUQDWLYHIXWXUHVRFLHW\´DQGD³risk persSHFWLYH´LQZKLFK
³FULVHVDUHDOUHDG\XQGHUZD\DOODURXQGDQGZKLOHWKHLUFRQVHTXHQFHVFDQEHPLWLJDWHGD
IXWXUHZLWKRXWWKHLULPSDFWKDVEHFRPHLPSRVVLEOHWRHQYLVLRQ´HPSKDVLVDGGHG+HLVH
stresses, as does Buell, that apocalyptic and risk perspectives are by no means mutually 
H[FOXVLYH³$SRFDO\SWLFVFHQDULRV´VKHVD\V³DUHDQGUHPDLQDSDUWLFXODUQDUUDWLYL]DWLRQRI
ULVNSHUFHSWLRQV>ZKLOH@DQDO\VHVRIULVN>«@VRPHWLPHVLQFOXGH>IXWXULVWLF@SDQRUDPDVRI
large-scale upheaval or disaster [as in] some forecasts of the consequences of current global 
ZDUPLQJWUHQGV´ 
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Despite these similarities, apocalyptic and risk perspectives raise different sets of 
aesthetic as well as ethical TXHVWLRQVZLWKWKHODWWHUPRUHOLNHO\WR³HPSKDVL]H
indeterPLQDF\XQFHUWDLQW\DQGWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDYDULHW\RI>FULVLV@RXWFRPHV´ZKLOHWKH
IRUPHU³PD\FRQWLQXHWRXSKROGLPSOLFLWO\RUH[SOLFLWO\LGHDOVRIQDWXUDOO\VHOI-regenerating 
ecosystems and holistic communities in harmony with their surroundings as a countermodel 
WRWKHYLVLRQVRI>HQYLURQPHQWDO@H[SORLWDWLRQDQGGHYDVWDWLRQWKH\GHVFULEH´+HLVH$OO
of this suggests generic possibilities for the climate change novel other than those prescribed 
by dominant apocalyptic and pastoral imaginaries. Risk LVWKHNH\FDWHJRU\RI³GZHOOLQJLQ
FULVLV´QDUUDWLYHVLQZKLFKULVNVFHQDULRVPHQDFLQJO\JDWKHUDQGHPHUJHQWFULVHV±±local, 
regional, national, global, cosmic±±fan out across a variety of temporal and spatial sites. Two 
such narratives, both AustralLDQEDVHGDUH.DWH*UHQYLOOH¶VThe Idea of Perfection (1999) 
DQG7LP:LQWRQ¶VBreath (2008), and I will shortly turn to these to show how they combine 
risk perspectives with the conventional techniques of the social realist novel in order to 
illustrate soPHRIWKHHWKLFDOGLOHPPDVRSHQHGXSE\WRGD\¶VHUDRIDFFHOHUDWHGFOLPDWH
change. I make no apologies here for restricting my analysis to just two texts or for focusing 
on fictional examples when perhaps±±in Australia at least±±poetry is the dominant genre for 
reflections on climate and weather (see, for example, the wide-ranging work of John Kinsella 
and Mark Tredinnick). There are plenty of other possible contenders, although many of these 
IDOODVGRHV7XUQHU¶VDIRUHPHQWLRQHGZRUNLQWRWKH³DSRFDO\SWLF´FDWHJRU\WKDWVWLOOUHPDLQV
normative for literary approaches to climate change (Morgan). Nor do The Idea of Perfection 
and Breath KDYHD³UHSUHVHQWDWLYH´IXQFWLRQLIWKLVZHUHSRVVLEOHLQWKHILUVWSODFHLQGHHG
my argument here is that they are, precisely, unrepresentative in the sense that their oblique 
approach implicitly challenges the expectations many readers might have about how 
literature engages with phenomena of the size and intensity of climate change. Above all, and 
to repeat, I am interested in how these two novels work as contemporary risk narratives; to 
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that end, I first consider risk itself, and then two other elements±±WKH³DHVWKHWLFVRI
FRQWLQJHQF\´*DEU\VDQG<XVRIIDQG³VFDOHHIIHFWV´7&ODUN±±which, in my 
current thinking, might provisionally be seen as underpinning the contemporary aesthetics of 
global climate change.  
 
RISKY BUSINESS 
The foremost theoretician of risk today is the late German sociologist Ulrich Beck, whose 
multi-faceted work on risk spans two decades, including such minor classics as Risk Society 
(1992), Ecological Politics in an Age of Risk (1995), and, more recently, World at Risk 
'XULQJWKLVSHULRG%HFN¶VWKHRULHVRIULVNHYROYHGLQFORVHFRRUGLQDWLRQZLWKKLV
thinking on modernity, and any detailed attempt to engage with his work should proceed 
from his primary recognition of risk as a constitutive element of the modern world. For the 
purposes of this essay, I will focus on World at Risk, since this contains his most up-to-date 
thinking on the global climate challenge. This challenge turns out, for Beck, to be as much 
semantically based as practically oriented. Unsurprisingly, Beck defines climate change in 
WHUPVRIULVN³VRPHWKLQJZKLFKWKUHDWHQVWREHFRPHDUHDOLW\DIXWXUHSURMHFWHGLQWRWhe 
present, an anticipation bearing all the hallmarks of uncertainty, whose aim is to change 
present actions, specifically those of governments and managers, and ultimately of all human 
EHLQJVWKURXJKRXWWKHZRUOG´%HFNVHHVFOLPDWHFKDQJHOLNHRWKHr global risks, as a 
definitional SUREOHPLQVRIDUDVULVNLWVHOILVD³SHUFHSWXDODQGFRJQLWLYHVFKHPDLQ
accordance with which a society mobilizes itself when it is confronted with the openness, 
uncertainties and obstructions of a self-created future and is no longer defined by religion, 
WUDGLWLRQRUWKHVXSHULRUSRZHURIQDWXUH´:KRGHILQHVULVNDQGIRUZKDWSXUSRVHVLV
thus of crucial importance to Beck, as is the allocation of risk to particular individuals and 
groups, whose ascribed vulnerability can easily become an opportunity to impose corrective 
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forms of technocratic management and social control. Climate change, however, is a 
planetary phenomenon the large-VFDOHHIIHFWVRIZKLFKRXWUHDFKLQGLYLGXDOV¶DQGLQGLYLGXDO
JRYHUQPHQWV¶DWWHPSWVWR address it, and which offers a further reminder±±like the other 
global risks it encompasses±±RI³WKHIDLOXUHRIQDWLRQ-VWDWHVLQWKHJOREDOL]HGZRUOG´
7KLVLVQRWDUHFLSHIRUIDWDOLVPUDWKHULWUHLWHUDWHVWKHXUJHQWQHHGIRU³WUDQVQDWLRQDO
interdHSHQGHQFLHV´DQGEURDGFRRSHUDWLYHSULQFLSOHVZKLFKRSHUDWLQJWRJHWKHUPLJKW
IRUPWKHEDFNERQHRID³FRPSXOVRU\FRVPRSROLWDQLVP´WKURXJKZKLFK³ULVNFRPPXQLWLHV´
collaborate to ward off common global and planetary threats (188).  
Climate change offers an opportunityRQWKHRQHKDQGLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWK%HFN¶V
general description of risk society as an anxiety-driven catalyst for the refashioning of global 
ULVNVLQWR³UHDOLVWLFXWRSLDVIRUDQHQGDQJHUHGZRUOG´%XWRQWKHRWKHULWLVDconundrum, 
not least because it is a particularly abstract form of global risk which, resting on sometimes 
DEVWUXVH³VFLHQWLILFPRGHOVDQGFDOFXODWLRQV´LVH[WUHPHO\GLIILFXOW³WRSURYHRUUHIXWHRQWKH
EDVLVRIHYHU\GD\H[SHULHQFH´KRZHYHUFRJHQWO\LWLVSUHVHQWHd to us and however patiently 
explained (71). For this reason, Beck sees climate change as unsuitable for staging in the 
mass media because it is effectively decoupled from everyday experience, depending instead 
RQ³WKHVXFFHVVIXOSURVHO\WL]LQJRISHRSOHWRDGRSWDSDUWLFXODUH[SHUWFRQFHSWLRQ´7KH
YHUE³SURVHO\WL]H´LVZHOODGYLVHGLQVRIDUDV%HFNVHHVFOLPDWHFKDQJHDVDNLQGRIVHFXODU
faith, replete with believers, converts, and non-believers±±also radical secularist believers 
who reject the zealotry of climate-change evangelists, whose self-appointed task is to help 
others realize the need to save the world (72). Whether climate change is believed in or not 
GHSHQGVIRU%HFNRQWKHVXFFHVVRIWKHYDULRXVVRFLDO³VWDJLQJV´KLVWHUPWKURXJKZKLch 
its dangers are made visible to us (72; 12-13). (Like other global risks, it is discursively 
manufactured±±not that this reduces its material presence as a significant physical threat.)  
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This suggests that the capacity to imagine climate change as risk±±as the social 
VWDJLQJRI³DZRUOGWKDWGRHVQRW\HWH[LVW´±±is crucially important (Beck, World 9; Yusoff 
DQG*DEU\V³&OLPDWH&KDQJH´-$V%HFN¶VZRUGLQJLPSOLHVWKLVLPDJLQDWLRQLV
SULPDULO\SURMHFWLYH,WLVRQO\WKURXJKWKH³VWDJHGDQWLFLSDWLRQ´RIZRUOGULVNVWKDWWKHIXWXUH
catastrophe they portend can become meaningfully present to us, thereby opening the door to 
preventive action (10-11). In this sense, though Beck does not directly say it, climate change 
lends itself to a futural aesthetics. As Emily Brady puts it in a different context, climate 
FKDQJHLVD³VHYHUHO\WLPH-ODJJHGSKHQRPHQRQ´ZKRVHDHVWKHWLFHIIHFWVVLWXDWHGLQ
³QDUUDWLYHVWKDWORRNEDFNZDUGVDQGIRUZDUGVLQWLPH´³RQO\RFFXULQWLPHVDQGSODFHV
beyond the immediate SHUFHSWLRQRIFXUUHQWDSSUHFLDWRUV´7KLVDOVRUDLVHVIRUPLGDEOH
ethical TXHVWLRQV$V%UDG\DVVHUWVFOLPDWHFKDQJHZKLSVXSD³SHUIHFWPRUDOVWRUP´
(Gardiner) in so far as the  
dispersion of causes and effects makes it difficult to pin down 
responsibility and address issues of climate justice. There is a 
fragmentation of agency, with emissions originating in individuals, 
institutions and industry across different parts of the globe at different 
times. Who exactly is responsible and what do we owe people in distant 
places? How far back do we reach in terms of responsibility for CO2  
emissions? (553)4 
These essentially unresolved questions indicate a further component of climate 
change poetics, namely its radical contingency. Climate change, according to the 
JHRJUDSKHUV-HQQLIHU*DEU\VDQG.DWKU\Q<XVRIISDUWDNHVRIDQ³DHVWKHWLFVRIFRQWLQJHQF\´
(17) in which different aesthetic practices collide and intersect in the continual (because 
eternally refashioned) process of world making. These practices, they argue in keeping with 
WKHZRUNRIWKH)UHQFKSKLORVRSKHU-DFTXHV5DQFLqUHDUHDVVLPLODWHGWRD³GLVWULEXWLRQRI
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VHQVLEOH´5DQFLqUH¶VWHUPVLQZKLFKDHVWKHWLFSUDFWLFHLVGLDOHFWLFDOO\DWWDFKHGWRWKH
material and affective environments in which it operates, thereby enabling new practices and 
SDWWHUQVWRHPHUJHIURPWKLVFUHDWLYHFRQMXQFWLRQRIV\PEROLFDQGPDWHULDOZRUOGV³$UWV´
7KLVUHODWLRQDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJDOORZVOLNHWKH³GLVWULEXWLRQRIWKHVHQVLEOH´LWVHOIIRUDQ
intuitive apprehensiRQRI³WKHZRUOGVZHKROGLQFRPPRQ>RI@KRZWKHVHZRUOGVDUH
SRVVLEOHDQG>RI@WKHSRVVLELOLW\IRUQHZZRUOGVWRDSSHDU´,WDOVRRSHQVXSDOWHUQDWLYH
possibilities for political engagement that avoid the pitfalls of the propagandistic or 
programmaWLF³7KHGUHDPRIDVXLWDEO\SROLWLFDOZRUNRIDUW´VD\V5DQFLqUHLV³LQIDFWWKH
dream of disrupting the relationship between the visible, the sayable, and the thinkable 
without having to use the terms of a message as a vehicle. It is the dream of an art that would 
WUDQVPLWPHDQLQJVLQWKHIRUPRIDUXSWXUHZLWKWKHYHU\ORJLFRIPHDQLQJIXOVLWXDWLRQV´
DOVRFLWHGLQ*DEU\VDQG<XVRII³$UWV´ 
Although Gabrys and Yusoff do not spell it out, this anti-programmatic view of the 
symbiotic relationship between aesthetics and politics is highly relevant to an envisioning of 
the world (or, perhaps better, multiply related worlds) created by the shifting patterns of 
global climate change; it also gestures towards the possibility of fashioning alternative worlds 
in which normative perceptions of the see-able, the sayable, and the thinkable are creatively 
SHUWXUEHG&OLPDWHFKDQJHLQWKLVODVWVHQVHRSHUDWHVDV³DQLPSRQGHUDEOHDJHQF\´WKH
world-making capacity of which is abundantly evident but the actual nature of which appears 
beyond human powers to comprehend (T. Clark 134). The apparent incomprehensibility of 
climate change owes to its immense scale and scope, which dwarfs individual or collective 
attempts to control and manage it; but it also implies±±LQ7LPRWK\&ODUN¶VSRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW
vocabulary±±D³GHFRQVWUXFWLYHDJHQF\RIWKHHDUWK>ZKLFKLVPDGHPDQLIHVWLQDYDULHW\RI@
so-called scale effects´HPSKDVLVDGGHG6FDOHHIIHFWVDV&ODUNH[SODLQVPD\MXVWDV
easily trivialize individual and collective human endeavor as magnify its importance. In fact, 
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in the context of global climate change, scale effects continually disrupt the relationship 
EHWZHHQWKHWULYLDODQGWKHLPSRUWDQWDV&ODUNSXWVLW³ZD\VRIWUDYHOOLQJWRZRUNJDUGHQLQJ
etc. all become significant or not depending on the contingency of how many others have 
done, are doing or will do them, anywhere on earth, implicating acts of seeming irrelevance 
LQLQFDOFXODEOHLPSDFWV´ 
One conclusion that might be drawn from this, though not explicitly drawn by Clark, 
is that artistic attempts to represent the radical contingencies of climate change are likely to 
be relational and multi-scalar. Another±±and Clark is more forthcoming this time±±is that 
they may also be likely to question, either directly or indirectly, some of the place-based 
FUHGRVWKDWLQIRUPFRQYHQWLRQDOPRGHVRIHQYLURQPHQWDOZULWLQJ³QDWXUH´³KDELWDW´DQG
QRWOHDVW³HQYLURQPHQW´LWVHOI&ODUNSXOOVQRSXQFKHVKHUHODXQFKLQJLQWRDQDVWRQLVKLQJ
attack on envLURQPHQWDOZULWLQJ¶VDFDGHPLFZLQJHFRFULWLFLVPZKLFKKHFKDUJHVQRWRQO\
with practicing a studied avoidance of the issues surrounding climate change, but also with 
SXUVXLQJD³V\PEROLFFXOWXUDOSROLWLFV´WKDWQDLYHO\LPDJLQHVWKDWWKHHFRORJLFDODZDUHQess to 
be gained from affirming experiences of the wild, or their representations in literature, might 
³VRPHKRZ>EH@VXIILFLHQWWRSURGXFHDQHFRORJLFDOO\YLDEOHZRUOG´7KLVFDULFDWXUHRI
an entire field seems to me to be uncalled for, though Clark later softens the blow by 
VXJJHVWLQJWKDWVXFKLQGLYLGXDOH[SHULHQFHVPD\³RIWHQEHYDOXDEOHDQGGHVLUDEOH´HYHQLI
they continue to be marked by an ³inadequacy of scope in relation to [the] national and 
global contexts whose practices so overwhelmingly neJDWHWKHP´ 
There is a worrying trend here, namely the tendency of some climate change theorists 
WRDVVXPHWKDWFOLPDWHFKDQJHPDUNV³WKHFORVXUHRUH[KDXVWLRQRI>DFHUWDLQNLQGRISVHXGR-
liberationist] environmental politics embedded in the modernLVWOLEHUDOWUDGLWLRQ´DWUDGLWLRQ
covertly bound to the choice model of consumer democracy it ostensibly contests (T. Clark 
146-47). My worry is not so much that the charge is false±±it is certainly sweeping±±but 
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rather that it turns climate change into the one cause that supersedes the others. This is not to 
deny that climate change is one of the most pressing environmental issues of our times but, as 
(LOHHQ&ULVWFRQYLQFLQJO\DUJXHV³ZKLOHWKHGDQJHUVRIFOLPDWHFKDQJHDUHUHDO>«@WKHUHDUH
even greaWHUGDQJHUVLQUHSUHVHQWLQJLWDVWKHPRVWXUJHQWSUREOHPZHIDFH´)UDPLQJ
FOLPDWHFKDQJHLQWKLVZD\&ULVWVXJJHVWVGHVHUYHVWREHFKDOOHQJHGRQWZRIURQWVILUVW³LW
encourages the restriction of proposed solutions to the technical realm by powerfully 
LQVLQXDWLQJWKDWWKHDSSURDFKHV>PRVWQHHGHG@DUHWKRVHWKDWGLUHFWO\DGGUHVVWKHSUREOHP´
DQGVHFRQG³LWGHWUDFWVDWWHQWLRQIURPWKHSODQHW¶VHFRORJLFDOSUHGLFDPHQWDVDZKROHE\
virtue of claiming the limelight for the one issue that trumps alOWKH>UHVW@´ 
Clark would probably agree with &ULVW¶VDVHVVPHQW. However, in this particular essay, 
at least, he allows his poststructuralist sympathies to dictate, to the extent that climate change 
itself metamorphoses into a kind of superordinate thought experiment±±D³PRQVWURXV
FXOWXUDOSROLWLFDOHFRQRPLFSKLORVRSKLFDOHWKLFDODQGVFLHQWLILFK\EULG´KHFDOOVLW³LQZKLFK
WKHSKUDVH>µFOLPDWHFKDQJH¶@ZRUNVDVDFRQGHQVHGFLSKHUIRUWKHGHVWDELOLVDWLRQRIVXFK
previously decisive dyads as natureFXOWXUHVFLHQFHSROLWLFVIDFWYDOXH´DQGLQZKLFKWKH
SKHQRPHQRQ¶VJOREDO-cum-planetary scale, which oscillates bewilderingly between the trivial 
DQGWKHFDWDVWURSKLF³FRPSHOVXVWRWKLQNDQGDFWDVLIDOUHDG\FLWL]HQVRIDZRUOGSROLW\
even as it unGHUPLQHVWKHFUHGLELOLW\RIDQ\VXFKWKLQJ´&ODUN¶VIRUPXODWLRQVWULNHVPH
as a different kind of apocalyptic thinking, always looking for opportunities to name, and 
thereby confirm the exhaustion of, the now definitively outmoded methods and philosophies 
it seeks energetically to unsettle and replace. Climate change, Clark typically suggests, 
³PDUNVDPRPHQWDWZKLFKDKLVWRULFDOHSRFKLVGLVFHUQHGDVVXFKLQLWVclosure, rendering its 
intellectual structures both newly perceptible and philosophically exhausted. The epoch 
whose closure is at issue is that in which the finitude of the earth was ignored, discounted or 
IRUJRWWHQ´HPSKDVLVLQWKHRULJLQDO 
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Clark clearly has a point, though, when he says that one of the main difficulties of 
confrRQWLQJFOLPDWHFKDQJHLVWKDW³WKHUHLVQRVLPSOHRUXQLWDU\REMHFWdirectly to confront or 
GHOLPLWOHWDORQHWRµIL[¶DVVXFK7KHUHLVQRµLW¶RQO\DNLQGRIGLVVROYHLQWRLQQXPHUDEOH
LVVXHV´HPSKDVLVLQWKHRULJLQDO7KLVIXQGDPHQWDOODFNRIGHfinition poses obvious 
problems for politics, but also for literature and literary criticism. Multidisciplinary 
DSSURDFKHVVHHPWREHUHTXLUHGLQVRIDUDVWKH³LVVXHLVRQHWKDWUHIXVHVWRVWD\SXW
dispersing as soon as you look at it into multiple questions, disciplines and topics, most of 
them outside the sphere of literary studies, others outside the humanities altogether, and many 
RIWKHPRQO\FRXQWLQJDVµHQYLURQPHQWDO¶DWDOOWKURXJKYDULRXVK\SRWKHWLFDOFRQWH[WXDODQG
VFDOHHIIHFWV´7&ODUN Here, Clark runs the risk of underestimating the valuable 
contribution of literature and literary studies to such composite disciplines as ecological 
humanities, where (in Australia at least, for various institutional reasons) literature has not 
been given the attention it deserves.5 Considerable difficulties still exist for the literary 
GRPDLQIRU³OLNHRWKHUSURFHVVHVRIJOREDOV\VWHPLFWUDQVIRUPDWLRQFOLPDWHFKDQJHSRVHVD
[major] challenge for narrative and lyrical forms that have conventionally focused above all 
on individuals, families, or nations, since it requires the articulation of connections between 
HYHQWVDWYDVWO\GLIIHUHQWVFDOHV´+HLVH-6; also cited in T. Clark 144). But to reiterate my 
earlier point, literature is often conspicuously good at moving across different scales, while 
WKHEHVWOLWHUDU\FULWLFLVPLVDGHSWDWSLFNLQJRXWOLWHUDWXUH¶VGLIIHUHQWVHPDQWLFOHYHOV7R
illustrate my point, I now turn to *UHQYLOOH¶VThe Idea of Perfection DQG:LQWRQ¶VBreath, 
both of which I read as multi-scalar crisis narratives that operate indirectly, but decisively, in 
the multiple contemporary contexts of global climate change.  
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ATMOSPHERES 
Although the Sydney-based writer Kate Grenville has spoken out on more than one occasion 
about the need to confront a warming world, and about the consciousness-shifting role of art 
in facilitating that confrontation, her fiction seems on the face of it to be an unlikely place to 
turn for contemporary literary insights into global climate change. Her ethical concerns are 
more usually understood, instead, as being oriented toward the popular reworking of male-
dominated histories, especially though not exclusively in an Australian national context; 
toward the critical re-examination of the gender and national stereotypes embedded within 
such histories; and toward the imaginative excavation of buried elements within them, the 
demonstrably painful but potentially regenerative unearthing of previously hidden versions of 
individual and collective pasts.  
Grenville¶V2UDQJHSUL]H-winning 1999 novel The Idea of Perfection is no exception. 
Set in a flyblown NSW country town that now lives on nostalgic visions of its own past, the 
QRYHOLVPRVWRIWHQUHDGDVDJHQWO\VDWLULFDOWDNHRQVWHUHRW\SLFDO$XVWUDOLDQ³EXVK´YDlues, 
recuperating the ordinary heroisms of publicly unacknowledged people even as it challenges 
the conformist pressures±±WKHSHUIRUPDWLYHVWDQGDUGVRI³SHUIHFWLRQ´±±to which they are 
routinely subjected in their private lives. A deft comedy of manners in ZKLFK³WKH
SURWDJRQLVWVEHFRPHDZDUHRIWKHPVHOYHVDVFKDUDFWHUVVSHDNLQJZRUGVDVLIIURPDVFULSW´
(Kossew 156), The Idea of Perfection is also a self-reflexive text that sees the writing process 
in terms of the imaginative assemblage of structured elements, combining±±in conscious 
mimicry of the vocational pursuits of its two main characters, Douglas Cheeseman and 
Harley Savage±±the improvisational qualities of the amateur quilter (Harley) with the more 
scientific outlook of the professional civil engineer (Douglas).  
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Lévi-6WUDXVV¶VFHOHEUDWHGGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHHQJLQHHUDQGWKHbricoleur comes to 
PLQGKHUH7KHHQJLQHHUHPERGLHVWKH³SXULW\´RIVFLHQWLILFWKRXJKWWKHbricoleur represents 
LWV³LPSXUH´P\WKLFDOFRXQWHUSDUW%XWDV0DUWLQ5REHUWVVXggests,  
Lévi-6WUDXVV¶VRSSRVLWLRQEHWZHHQP\WKLFDODQGVFLHQWLILFWKRXJKWWKH 
 ingénieur [engineer] and the bricoleur, proves on closer examination to be 
 a mirage: [for] in reality, the notion of a pure, abstract scientific thought is 
 itself a myth. [«@,WZRXOGVHHPWKDWDOOWKRXJKWLVP\WKLFDORUsauvage 
 [savage] in the sense that Lévi-Strauss defines [it], as practising a form of 
 intellectual bricolage. The collapse of the bricoleur/ingénieur opposition, 
 however, paradoxically only increases the relevance of Lévi-6WUDXVV¶V 
 notion of bricolage by extending it to all forms of intellectual activity.  
 (11) 
This extension has relevance, I would suggest, to an ecological reading of the novel in which 
nature is ultimately seen, neither as a set of raw materials to be worked on (the standard 
resourcist view) nor as an illustrative backdrop for human action (the default mode of 
anthropocentrism), but rather as part of a vast interconnected web in which different physical 
and chemical elements±±pertaining both to human and other-than-human, and also implicitly 
challenging the boundaries between the human and the other-than-human±±act upon and 
modify one another according to the broad improvisational principles of mythical thought. 
This web corresponds to the manifestly imperfect world of non-equilibrium ecology: a world, 
informed by the contingencies of chaos theory, in which both organic and inorganic forms 
FRQWLQXDOO\PRGLI\RQHDQRWKHUDQGPDWWHULV³UHFRJQLVHGDVKDYLQJWKHDELOLW\WRµH[SUHVV¶
itself in complex and creative ways, within [interlocking] systems comprised of surprising 
DQGHQGOHVVO\UHIRUPLQJIORZVRIPROHFXODUHYHQWV´3RWWHU 
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At the center of this world is the rickety wooden bridge that Douglas has been sent 
from Sydney to knock down, the local Shire Council having decided that it is now officially 
beyond repair and constitutes a danger to the public, although protesting locals, Harley 
eventually among them, point to its continuing attractiveness±±and, in a similarly sagging 
economy, its potential tourist value±±DVDUHJLRQDOKHULWDJHVLWH'RXJODV¶VUHPLWLVWR
monitor the dismantling of the bridge, thereby removing it as a source of risk, and to 
supervise the construction of a new one, which±±suitably reinforced±±will be safer and more 
sustainable than, though not as aesthetically appealing as, the one it will have replaced. The 
old bridge, however, as Douglas discovers, is stronger than it looks; and, evolving over time 
into an integral part of the ground on which it stands, it has taken on its own ambient life:  
 8QGHUWKHEULGJHLWZDVFRRODQGGDQNIXOORIULFKRUJDQLFVPHOOV>«@ 
 There was a quiet secretive feel under here, crouching on the strip of  
 GDPSVDQG>«@3DOHEDQGVDQGWZLVWVRIOLJKWUHIOHFWHGXSZDUGVIURPWKH 
 water, stippling and shimmering over the dark timbers, making a secret 
 upside-GRZQZRUOG>«@$VKHZDWFKHGDOHDIWZLUOHGGRZQRXWRIWKHWUHHV  
It floated under the bridge where the water went black, and he waited for it to 
come out into the light on WKHRWKHUVLGH>«@+HORRNHGDWWKHXSULJKWVHDFK
one a whole tree trunk. Even after a hundred years shreds of bark still clung to  
 them in places, and you could still see the knobs where branches had been 
 roughly lopped off. It was not so much a bridge made of timber as a bridge  
 made of trees. (65-66) 
It is worth comparing this passage to a later one when Harley±±the daughter of a famous 
landscape artist±±makes a rough sketch of the so-called Bent Bridge, which she is visiting for 
the first time: 
 She stood with her shoes sinking slowly in the damp sand, looking up into the 
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 XQGHUEHOO\RIWKHEULGJH>«@,WZDVDOOFRDUVHDQGFOXPV\EXWDVZHOODVWKH 
 subtle textures of the grain, the shapes fitted together in a satisfying way, and  
 there was what they called at the Museum [in Sydney, where she works] an 
 interplay between the light and the shadow that drew the eye back to look 
 DJDLQDQGDJDLQ>«@6KHJRWDQRWHERRNDQGSHQFLORXWRIKHUSRFNHWDQG 
 stood drawing squares and long rectangles that interlinked and interlocked, 
 JODQFLQJEHWZHHQKHUSDJHDQGWKHSHQFLO>«@:KHQVKHKDGILOOHGDSDJHVKH 
 turned over and started again. She spent a long time getting the angles right 
 where one rectangle came in and locked into another. It looked so simple as to 
 be not worth a second glance, but drawing it showed how complicated it 
 UHDOO\ZDV>«@:KHQVKHKDGFRYHUHGWKHWKLUGSDJHVKHIHOWVKHKDGWKH 
 shapes right, and started to shade the squares and rectangles with her pencil.  
 Light, dark, light, dark. It was in no way a realistic drawing of the way the  
 bridge looked, but it was what it might look like if you reduced it to its  
 essence: simple squares and rectangles, simple lights and darks, arranged in a  
 way that was not as simple as it seemed. (82-83; emphasis in the original)  
In the two parallel scenes, the bridge is both an ecological subject in its own right and part of 
a broader phenomenal pattern in which the lines are blurred between perceiver and perceived 
and the environment dissolYHVLQWRDVKLPPHULQJGLVSOD\RIDPELHQWOLJKW³$WPRVSKHUH´LV
perhaps the term that comes closest to describing what Grenville is attempting to capture 
KHUH,QFUHDWLQJDQ³DWPRVSKHUH´DURXQGWKHEULGJH*UHQYLOOHEOHQGVWKHSKHQRPHQRORJLFDO
idea of landscape DV³DQHQVHPEOHRIQDWXUDODWPRVSKHULFIDFWVHPEUDFHGDQGH[SUHVVHGE\D
VHQVLWLYHEHLQJ´.QHEXVFKZLWKWKDWRIclimate as the intuitive apprehension of a larger 
UHDOLW\WKDWLQYROYHVWKH³RSHQLQJ>XSRI@DQDWPRVSKHULFUHODWLRQWRWKHZRUOG´(Knebusch 
247).6  
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This brings me WRWKHTXHVWLRQRIFOLPDWHFKDQJHLQWKHQRYHO.QHEXVFK¶VZRUNLV
DJDLQXVHIXOKHUH³)URPDSKHQRPHQRORJLFDOSRLQWRIYLHZ´KHVD\VLWVHHPVSUHIHUDEOHWR
³VSHDNDERXWFOLPDWHDQGLWVPRGLILFDWLRQVIOXFWXDWLRQVDQGFKDnges rather than [about] 
climate change. Indeed, generally speaking we do not experience climate change (in its 
scientific, political and theological sense), but we acknowledge changes, modifications and 
fluctuations of climate. The notion of climate change is not a notion [that] belongs to our 
VSKHUHRIH[SHULHQFH,WLVDFRQFHSW´HPSKDVLVLQWKHRULJLQDO.QHEXVFK¶VLVDKHOSIXO
GLVWLQFWLRQEXWLWLVSHUKDSVRIOLPLWHGXVHLQVRIDUDVFOLPDWHKDUGO\IOXFWXDWHVLQ*UHQYLOOH¶V
novel±±it is experienced first and foremost as weather, and the weather changes very little in 
the text. From our first introduction to it, the town of Karakarook, NSW is caught in a 
seemingly interminable drought; captured in profile, its straggling houses reach feebly up to a 
³KXJHSDOHVN\EOHDFKHGZLWKWKHKHDW´ZKLOHLWVPDLQGUDJ³ZLGHDQGHPSW\DVDQDLUSRUW
UXQZD\>OLHV@VWXQQHGXQGHUWKHDIWHUQRRQVXQ´/DWHULQWKHQRYHO+DUOH\VHWVRXWIRUD
dip at a local swimming hole: 
 The day had become a scorcher, with an angry little dry wind that burst out 
 of nowhere, funnelling along with the valley, whipping her along so that she 
 could feel the back of her skirt snapping against her calves. Every gust was  
 like a blow. The ground along the road was littered with switches of leaves 
 ripped off and flung down. Birds were frantic, darting and wheeling low in  
 WKHVN\EODVWHGE\DJXVWWKHQGURSSLQJLQWRDKROHRIVWLOOQHVV>«@7KHVN\ 
 had a strange bruised look to it, and things seemed to have gone a funny  
colRXU6RPHZKHUHDZD\LQWKH1DWLRQDO3DUNWKHUHZDVDEXVKILUH>«@DQG
even so far away it was having an effect on the sky above Karakarook. 
Shadows were not right. Everything was very sharp and small, like things 
ORRNHGDWWKURXJKVRPHRQHHOVH¶VJODVVHV340; emphasis in the original) 
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It is a risky day for a walk (and, as it later turns out, a swim) for someone like Harley, whom 
we have previously been told has a heart condition, and whose volatile temperament and 
oversize body are always likely to betray her, either endangering others or risking the 
possibility of further damaging herself.7 Risks multiply in the heat like flies; the greatest of 
WKHVHLVWRWDOPHOWGRZQ$V'RXJODVPXVHVDWRQHSRLQWWRQJXHRQO\KDOILQFKHHN³7DNLQJ
the long view, the whole business of the Bent Bridge was unimportant. Taking a long enough 
view, the whole idea of bridges was meaningless. The sun would decay and explode at some 
SRLQWLQWKHIXWXUHDQGQRRQHZRXOGHYHUDJDLQKDYHWRZRUU\DERXWDQ\WKLQJ´-29). 
While this apocalyptic scenario is not systematically explored in the text, its presence 
arguably shadows it, reminding us that the novel operates in terms of a constellation of crises, 
each inextricably entangled in the others, and collectively presenting the imaginative 
possibility of a wide variety of scale effects. Most of these crises are at the level of identity 
(individual, familial, national, etc.), but others±±as the previous example suggests±±are at the 
level of the species; and while the novel presents no direct evidence of anthropogenic climate 
change, it indirectly suggests that human actions over time have collectively helped to 
produce a situation of high risk whose combined social and ecological effects are now 
registered at a number of different levels, far exceeding what appear at first sight to be the 
experientially limited, excruciatingly provincial stages on which its quotidian human dramas 
are played out.  
The Idea of Perfection PD\WKXVEHUHDGIRUDOOLWVVXUIDFHFKDUPDVD³GDUN
HFRORJLFDO´text (Morton, Ecology 181), densely inhabited by risk and shot through with 
memories of violence. The novel offers no obvious ways out of this destructive scenario other 
than cooperation and working compromise (the bridge is eventually saved, although not in its 
original form, while tensions within the community are provisionally alleviated and 
dysfunctional relationships temporarily patched up). However, behind this patchwork model 
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of community life, more quilt than bridge, an improvised pattern emerges for the ongoing 
QHJRWLDWLRQRIULVNWKDWLV³DWOHDVWDVGHSHQGHQWRQLQQXPHUDEOHGDLO\DFWVRIHQGXUDQFH
compassion and making-GRDVLWLVRQPRPHQWVRI>EUHDNWKURXJK@DQGKLJKGUDPD´1&ODUN
50). For Nigel Clark, such acts are needed more than ever in the contemporary context of 
radical instability characterized by global climate change±±a context in which the increasing 
SRVVLELOLW\RIIDFLQJ³H[WUHPHFRQGLWLRQVFRQGHPQ>V@XVDQGRWKHUFUHDWXUHVWR
experimentation and improvisation [as much as it confronts us] with the need for precaution 
and self-UHVWUDLQW´ 
If there is a lesson contained in The Idea of Perfection, a novel refreshingly free from 
the evangelical moralism of some of the more apocalyptic strains of climate change fiction, it 
is probably this need for improvisation. Meanwhile, as Clark also suggests, if one of the 
consequences of recent patterns of climate change has been to give us further proof of the 
vulnerability of our bodies, another has been to indicate the link between that vulnerability 
and the volatility RIHDUWKSURFHVVHVZKLFKUHLQIRUFH³WKHSRURVLW\RIKXPDQERGLHVWRRWKHU
OLYLQJWKLQJV´1&ODUN&ODUN¶Vbroad ecological view is implicitly endorsed in 
*UHQYLOOH¶VQRYHOHYHQLILWJHQHUDOO\VWHHUVFOHDURIVRPHRIUDGLFDOHFRORJ\¶VPRUHH[WUHPH
implications, e.g. that there are no categorical differences between human and other species, 
WKDWLQWHULRULW\DQGH[WHULRULW\DUHOLWWOHPRUHWKDQ³PHWDSK\VLFDOLOOXVLRQV´0RUWRQ
Ecological Thought DQGWKDW³WKLQNLQJELJ´±±the eco-SKLORVRSKHU7LPRWK\0RUWRQ¶V
prerequisite for ecological awareness±±VLPXOWDQHRXVO\LQYROYHV³IDFLQJ>XSWR@WKH
PHDQLQJOHVVQHVVDQGGLVRULHQWLQJRSHQQHVVRI>«@HFRORJLFDOWKRXJKW´0RUWRQEcological 
Thought 31). The Idea of Perfection is certainly not a radical work, either in content or form, 
but±±as I hope to have suggested here±±it is one that resonates with at least some of the 
recent thinking of major climate change theorists and ecological thinkers who, in rushing to 
dismiss more conventional forms of (place-based) environmentalism and their (realist) 
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representational strategies, arguably overlook the productive alliance between local and 
JOREDOIRUPVRIHFRORJLFDOFRQVFLRXVQHVVWKDWLVIDFLOLWDWHGE\OLWHUDWXUH¶VLPDJLQDWLYH
capacity to move freely across different scales and levels of action and thought.  
 
BREATHING EXERCISES 
Scarcely more radical±±at least in outward form±±LV:HVWHUQ$XVWUDOLDQZULWHU7LP:LQWRQ¶V
2008 novel BreathDUHDOLVWZRUNWKDWVWDJHVWKH³H[LVWHQWLDOH[SHULPHQWDOLVP´RIULVN%HFN
World 5) across a full range from asinine pre-adolescent pranks to dubious adult sexual 
experiments to pathologically death-FKDOOHQJLQJH[LVWHQWLDOFRQIURQWDWLRQVZKHUH³ULVNLVWR
EHIRXQGDWWKHOLPLWVRIOLIHLWVHOI´.HOO\6HWLQ and around the fictional southwest 
$XVWUDOLDQPLOOWRZQRI6DZ\HUDSODFH³VRGUDEDQGIL[HG>LWZDV@HPEDUUDVVLQJ´:LQWRQ
Breath 39), the action recalls the exploits of middle-aged paramedic Bruce Pike (Pikelet), 
who, after witnessing the accidental death of a teenage boy who had been experimenting with 
self-asphyxiation, is precipitated back into his own troubled adolescence, reliving 
experiences he once shared with his daredevil friend Ivan Loon (Loonie) and their hippy-ish 
older companion Bill Sanderson (Sando), risk accomplices and surfing buddies who enter a 
brash world of masculine adventure epitomized in the exhilarating experience of ³hurtling 
along beneath a thousand tons of whitewater, rag-dolling across the reef with your lungs near 
to bursting. [It was] a war zone out there on the bommies and we styled ourselves as 
comrades-under-fire´ +HUHDVHOVHZKHUH:LQWRQ¶VYHUWLJLQRXVODQJXDJHPRYHVDW
appropriately high speed, between the alternative registers of spontaneous celebration and 
recRYHUHGLURQ\VRWKDWDWRQHPRPHQWWKH³ULVNFXOWXUH´DSSDUHQWO\EHLQJFKDPSLRQHGLQWKH
text is held up as life-affirming and extraordinary but, at the next, as just the latest 
LUUHVSRQVLEOHDWWHPSWWRXSWKHDQWHLQDURXWLQHO\³GDQJHUL]HG´ZRUOG/LDQRs and Douglas).8 
(More ironically still, the radical pretensions of Sando, a self-styled guru figure who 
22 
 
VROHPQO\LQVWUXFWVWKHER\VRQKRZWR³IDFHGRZQWKHLURZQIHDUV´DQGPDNH³EDUJDLQVZLWK
*RG´WKHUHE\GLVFORVLQJKXPDQLW\¶V³KLJKHUVLGH´DUHshown up for what they are: the 
narcissistic impulses of an under-challenged post-Vietnam generation looking for ethically 
acceptable ways of legitimating its obsession with itself (Thomas).)  
For all its full-blooded engagement with risk, Breath pushes the very boundaries of 
what might realistically count as climate change literature. There are no references to climate 
change in the text, and its late twentieth-FHQWXU\FRQWH[WSUHGDWHVWRGD\¶VXQPLVWDNDEO\SRVW-
millennial rhetoric of ruinously rising tides and catastrophically melting ice caps. (Not that 
Winton is unaware of, or uninterested in, the perils of climate change, which plays a cameo 
role in two of his most recent works, the plays Rising Water (2011) and Signs of Life (2012); 
features in some of his earlier novels, especially Dirt Music (2001); and has prompted him 
over time to numerous media statements on the need to take an environmentally protective 
stance.) Notwithstanding, Breath LVDVJRRGDQH[DPSOHDVDQ\LQ:LQWRQ¶VODUJHERG\RI
work of ZKDWLWPHDQVWR³GZHOOLQFULVLV´DWDWLPHRIIXOO-blown ecological emergency in 
which risks of all kinds±±and all degrees of magnitude, proliferation, and intensity±±register 
within and across a dizzying variety of spatial and temporal sites.  
0RUWRQ¶Vgloss on Beck captures the disorienting amplitude of vision this emergency 
entails, which has been further expanded by new technologies: 
>:@H¶UHQRZDZDUHRIULVNVRQJOREDODQGPLFURVFDOHV>«@7KHPRUHULVNZH 
 know about, the more risk spreads. Risk becomes democratized, and  
 democracy becomes about managing risk. Ulrich Beck calls it a ³risk 
 society´: how our increasing awareness of risk in all dimensions (across 
 space, within our bodies, over time) changes our awareness of how we  
 FRH[LVW>«@$ORng with the sense of tremendous power and voyeuristic, 
 sadistic fantasies of being able to see everything (on Google Earth, YouTube,  
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 and so on) goes a sense of perilous vulnerability. (Ecological Thought 25) 
As Morton implies, an expanded awareness of risk does not necessarily reduce the likelihood 
of taking risks; indeed, it is much more likely to increase it. In the novel, the motives for 
taking risks are not always clear, while the consequences of having taken them are equally 
uncertain. Risk taking seems, on one level, to be primarily about the competitive testing of 
physical limits, while on another it expands into a narcissistic form of existential 
grandstanding, an initially idealistic but eventually compulsive±±even pathological±±desire 
to transcend the normative categories of existence and to open up the possibility of an 
alternative, somehow more authentic, sense of self (V. Brady; Thomas).  
Risk is linked in some cases to fantasized myths and rituals of masculine prowess 
(Winton, Breath 133), in others to maverick survivalism in the partly imagined (though not 
wholly imaginary) context of the global nuclear threat (Breath 143). Risk is thus as much 
about imagining alternative worlds as it is about living with the stresses and uncertainties of 
thiVRQHDQGLWLVQRWVRPXFKDERXW³IDFLQJGRZQRQH¶VIHDUV´DVDERXWFRQWLQXLQJWRKLGH
the fear that one may be far less capable of living in this world than one imagines±±and far 
less capable of exerting control over the physical and emotional conditionVJRYHUQLQJRQH¶V
RZQDQGRWKHUV¶H[LVWHQFHWKDQRQHWKLQNV5LVNLVWKHbreath of life±±the powerfully 
generative means by which ³excitement, meaning and purpose [can be injected] into life 
ZRUOGVWKDWIRU3LNHOHWDQG/RRQLHDUHGRPLQDWHGE\WKH>«@LQVtitutionalised ordinariness 
of family, school and work´ (Kelly) in the dull coastal town they live in. And risk is also a 
random series of scarcely controllable breathing exercises in which the life-shaping 
potentialities of human beings are constrained and circumscribed by the biological rhythms 
they are ultimately powerless to stop. The narrator reflects wryly on this:  
0RUHWKDQRQFH>«@,¶YHZRQGHUHGZKHWKHUWKHOLIH-threatening high jinks that 
Loonie and I and Sando DQG(YD>6DQGR¶V$PHULFDQZLIHZLWK whom Pikelet 
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has a brief and tumultuous affair] got up to in the years of my adolescence 
were anything more than a rebellion against the monotony of drawing breath. 
,W¶VHDV\IRUDQROGPDQWRORRNEDFNDQGVHHWKHREYLRXVKRZZDVWHG\RXWK
and health and safety are on the young who spurn such things, to be dismayed 
by the risks you took, but as a youth you do sense that life renders you 
powerless by dragging you back to it, breath upon breath upon breath in an 
endless capitulation to biological routine, and that the human will to control is 
as much about asserting power over your own body as exercising it on others. 
(Breath 45) 
Risk is also housed in the elements we breathe (air) and that we ourselves are largely 
composed of (water). In Breath±±as so often LQ:LQWRQ¶VZRUN±±it is the sea that is the 
medium par excellence RIULVNGHVFULEHGHOVHZKHUHDV³MXVWDVUHDG\WRFODLPDVLWLVWR
RIIHU´DQGDVDZDWHU\³SURIXVLRQRIGHSWKVDQGP\VWHULHV´LQFRPSOHWHO\H[SORUHGDQG
understood (Winton, /DQG¶V(GJH94, 39). As in Cousteau (to whom Winton regularly pays 
homage in his work), the sea is at once a source of life and a site of death, a wholly 
LQGLIIHUHQWSODQHWDU\HOHPHQWWKDWZHULVNWXUQLQJLQWR³WKHSOD\JURXQGRIRXUKHGRQLVP´DW
our peril, and that we would do well to acknowledge as being immeasurably more powerful 
than ourselves (/DQG¶V(GJH40). Breath is full of passages that confirm the destructive 
SRZHURIWKHVHDQRWOHDVW3LNHOHW¶VUHFXUULQJGUHDPLQZKLFKKHVHHVKLPVHOIKXUOHGOLNHD
projectilHLQWRWKHURFNVDIWHUDVXUILQJDFFLGHQWVLQNLQJWRKLVGHDWKZKLOHKLVOXQJV³WXUQWR
VSRQJHDQGWKHRFHDQLQVLGHPHIOLFNHUVZLWKFUXHOOLJKW´(DUOLHULQWKHQRYHO3LNHOHW
imagines the sea, not just as a threat to himself but as an earth-shattering force; frightened by 
KLVPRWKHU¶VEHG-WLPHVWRULHVDERXWWKH%OLW]KHWXUQVRQWKHUDGLRDWEUHDNIDVW³KDOI
expecting to hear the news that whole slabs of the district had been lost to the sea±±fences, 
roads, forest and pasture±±all chewed off like VRPXFKFDNH´ 
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Passages like these are more redolent of the sensate immediacy±±the vengeful 
sublime±±RI/DZUHQFH%XHOO¶V³HQYLURQPHQWDODSRFDO\SWLFLVP´WKDQWKH\DUHRIWKH
much more intractable futurities attached to global warming. As I hope to have shown in this 
essay, climate±±whether changing or not±±can be difficult to visualize since, perhaps 
particularly in the case of global warming, it tends to be abstracted from the more readily 
identifiable phenomenological patterns within which weather can be experientially registered 
as it happens in any given place at any given time.9 ³:KHQZHDWKHUEHFRPHVFOLPDWH>LQWKLV
way]±±when it enters the realm of science and history±±LWFDQQRORQJHUEHDVWDJHVHW´
(Morton, Ecological Thought 28); a different aesthetic, potentially reaching out to infinity, 
would appear to be required for which there are no obvious literary models to hand. There are 
no obvious models, perhaps, but there are still some surprisingly conventional literary ways 
of illustrating the scale effects currently being produced by global warming, and of 
suggesting±±without falling into a limiting form of moral prescriptivism±±the ethical 
responsibilities that come with increased awareness of the possible consequences of climate 
change. My dual contention here has been that risk narratives including Breath and The Idea 
of Perfection may prove just as useful as their apocalyptic counterparts in drawing attention 
to the issues and problems surrounding global warming±±and that these issues and problems 
DUHFRQWDLQHGZLWKLQDZLGHU³GDUNHFRORJLFDO´LPDJLQDU\WKDWOLWHUDWXUHERWKLQ$XVWUDOLDDQG
elsewhere, has it well within its powers to represent.  
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NOTES 
1
 7KH³OXFN\FRXQWU\´WURSHLVXVXDOO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKH$XVWUDOLDQFXOWXUDl critic Donald 
+RUQH¶VERRNRIWKHVDPHQDPHWKRXJK+RUQHKLPVHOI±±understandably exasperated 
by the abuses to which it has been put±±has done much since to disown it, notably in his 
follow-up book Death of the Lucky Country (1976), which refutes its association with, e.g., 
Australian climate and natural resources while reiterating its ironic intent. There is no sign, 
though, of a let-up in both positive and negative uses of the trope, within and outside 
Australia. Recent examples include Warner, who suggests that the current Australian boom 
cycle, driven by strong Asian demand for the natural resources that fuel economic growth, 
PD\VRRQEHFRPLQJWRDQHQGDQGZLWKLWWKH³$XVWUDOLDQGROODU¶VQHZIRXQGVWDWXVDVWKH
Swiss franc of the southern hemLVSKHUH´³7LPHLV>IDVW@UXQQLQJRXW´VD\V:DUQHU³IRUWKH
µOXFN\FRXQWU\¶´ZKLFKPD\KDYHZHDWKHUHGWKHILQDQFLDOFUDVKRIZLWKLWVHFRQRP\
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PRUHRUOHVVXQVFDWKHGEXWZKLFKQRZFOHDUO\VXIIHUVIURPPDQ\RIWKH³LOOQHVVHVWKDWKDYH
afflicted Europe and America, with an overvalued housing market, a bloated banking sector, 
KLJKOHYHOVRIKRXVHKROGGHEWDQGDEXUJHRQLQJFXUUHQWDFFRXQWGHILFLW´³8QOXFNLQHVV´LV
DOVRUHJXODUO\DWWULEXWHGWR$XVWUDOLD¶VQRWRULRXVO\ILFNOHFOLPDWHZKLFK±±in one anonymous 
post in the Rational Pessimist±±is seen as running the significant risk of turning malevolent 
LQWKHQRWWRRGLVWDQWIXWXUH³$\RXQJ$XVWUDOLDQWRGD\´WKHSRVWVXJJHVWV³KDVDVLJQLILFDQW
SUREDELOLW\RIVHHLQJKLVRUKHUFRXQWU\¶VFOLPDWHPRYHIURP EHQLJQWRKRVWLOH´ZKLOHFXUUHQW
global warming trends, locally experienced, have the potential if they are left unchecked to 
shake the foundations of Australian society itself. Assessments such as this tend to collapse 
the differences between luck, by definition an arbitrary category, and risk, which generally 
implies a certain degree of agency or intentionality; for further reflections on risk, see section 
2 of this essay. 
2
 It might be helpful here to clarify the difference between global warming and climate 
change, which are sometimes assumed in the media to be interchangeable with one another. 
As I have recently argued elsewhere, global warming UHIHUVWR³DULVLQJWHPSHUDWXUHWUHQG
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKSUHVVXUHJHQHUDWHGRQWKH(DUWK¶VDWPRVSKHUHE\DEXLOd-up of greenhouse 
gases, whereas climate change±±the most obvious contemporary manifestation of which is 
global warming±±LQYROYHVDYDULHW\RIERWKYLVLEOHDQGLQYLVLEOHHIIHFWV´+XJJDQDQG7LIILQ
95). These effects±±changing rainfall patterns, the expansion and contraction of ice sheets, 
variations in sea level, etc.±±are responses to what the climatologist Mark Maslin calls 
³LQWHUQDODQGH[WHUQDOIRUFLQJPHFKDQLVPV´([WHUQDOIRUFLQJPHFKDQLVPVVXFKDV
YDULDWLRQVLQWKH(DUWK¶VRUELWVDURXQGWKHVun, may be seen as part of the natural cycles of 
climate change, themselves capable of producing extreme variations of climate, while 
internal forcing mechanisms include human-LQGXFHG³YDULDWLRQVLQWKHFDUERQGLR[LGHRIWKH
atmosphere modulating the greenKRXVHHIIHFW´0DVOLQ7KHUDWLRRIH[WHUQDOWRLQWHUQDO
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forcing mechanisms affecting climate change is uncertain, though climatology is far from 
being the inexact science, subject to the further forcing mechanisms of ideology, that climate 
change skeptics in the media and elsewhere like to imagine (for extreme Australian 
examples, see Plimer and Bolt). For the purposes of this essay, it will be assumed that 
³DQWKURSRJHQLFFOLPDWHFKDQJH±±the processes by which human beings have become 
µZHDWKHUPDNHUV¶(Flannery), acquiring the collective capacity to transform global climate±±
is beyond reasonable doubt, though the historical timeframe for this acquisition, as well as 
WKHWLPLQJDQGGHJUHHRILWVDQWLFLSDWHGHIIHFWVUHPDLQXQFHUWDLQ´+XJJDQDQG7LIILQ015:  
95; see also Litfin, Crist). 
3
 Another informative web log is that initiated by the ANU literary/cultural scholar Tom 
Ford. See also the influential work of the Monash-based ecocritic Kate Rigby. 
4
 Thanks to Brady for sharing earlier versions of her work with me. 
 
5
 In a widely cited piece in the Australian Humanities Review, the ANU environmental 
KLVWRULDQ7RP*ULIILWKVDUJXHVWKDW³$XVWUDOLDKDVDUHDOFRPSHWLWLYHHGJHLQWKHHFRORJLFDO
KXPDQLWLHV´ZKLFKKHDWWULEXWHVWR³RXU1HZ:RUOGPHQWDOLW\DQd predicament, our history 
as a modern settler society with a long, strong indigenous history, our inheritance of a 
confrontingly different and unique ecology, [and] our inhabitation of an island continent that 
LVDOVRDQDWLRQ´*ULIILWKVOLVWVWKHFRPSRQent disciplines: philosophy, art history, 
ecocriticism, environmental history. Literature, perhaps unsurprisingly, is missing from the 
list. There is no space here to go into all the reasons why this is so; suffice to say that 
literature and literary studies ±±including Australian literature/literary studies±±are being 
VTXHH]HGRXWDWPDQ\RIWKHQDWLRQ¶VXQLYHUVLWLHVHYHQDVPRYHVDUHDIRRWWRUHFRQFLOH
sciences and humanities in the pursuit of common intellectual, social, and political goals. 
6
 ³$WPRVSKHUH´KDVRWKHUFRQQRWDWLRQVLQWKHWH[WDQGHOVHZKHUHLQ*UHQYLOOH¶Voeuvre, 
ZKLFKLVURXWLQHO\SUDLVHGIRULWV³DWPRVSKHULF´TXDOLWLHV2QHFRQQRWDWLRQLVWKDWRIDQ
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individually or collectively experienced sensation of awkwardness±±an artificially 
maintaLQHGSURSULHW\WKDWFRQWDLQVZLWKLQLWWKHSUHVHQWLPHQWRIGDQJHU³$WPRVSKHUHV´RI
this kind hang heavy in the air, freighted with the risk of imminent wrongdoing. Examples in 
WKHQRYHOLQFOXGHH[SORUDWRU\HQFRXQWHUVEHWZHHQWZRPHPEHUVRIWKHQRYHO¶VFRPic support 
cast, the fretting housewife Felicity Porcelline and the lecherous butcher Alfred Chang±±first 
premonitions of what will later become an affair±±and between the lead actors Douglas 
Cheeseman and Harley Savage, who are inexorably drawn to one another but persistently 
discouraged by their mutual awareness of their physical plainness, their conspicuous lack of 
social graces, and their lingering memories of romantic mishaps±±some of them with 
catastrophic consequences±±in the past. 
7
 Harley narrowly escapes drowning after suffering what appears to be a mild repeat of an 
HDUOLHUKHDUWDWWDFN7KHLQFLGHQWRQHRIWKHQRYHO¶VQXPHURXVVHPL-ironic plays on the 
FRQWUDGLFWLRQVHPEHGGHGZLWKLQ$XVWUDOLDQSDVWRUDODOVRRIIHUVDFODVVLF³UHFRJQLWLRQVFHQH´
in which Harley realizes that she can no longer hide from the world±±or from herself±±for 
IHDURIWKHGDPDJHVKHPLJKWLQIOLFWRQRWKHUVDQGWKDWKHURQO\³FULPH´SDVWDQGSUHVHQWLV
to have no confidence in herself (353).  
8
 Drawing on the work of the anthropologists Michaele Lianos and Mary Douglas, Luis 
Vivanco suggests that the line between risky behavior and normality is now increasingly 
EOXUUHGDQGWKDWWKHH[SHULPHQWDOHQJDJHPHQWZLWKULVNKDVEHFRPHDOHJLWLPDWH³LQWHUSUHWLYH
framework for social LQWHUDFWLRQ´LQDQLQKHUHQWO\³GDQJHUL]HG´ZRUOG$VP\UHDGLQJRI
the novel shows, Breath does not necessarily reject this view, although it examines some of 
its negative consequences.  
9
 6HH)ODQQHU\¶VXVHIXOGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQclimate as an aggregaWHV\VWHP³WKHVXPRIDOO
ZHDWKHUVRYHUDFHUWDLQSHULRG>HLWKHU@IRUDFHUWDLQUHJLRQRUIRUWKHSODQHWDVDZKROH´DQG
weatherZKLFKLV³ZKDWZHH[SHULHQFHHYHU\GD\´ 
